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Look at wording included in The Declaration of Independence, a document many Americans regard as
sacred. We’ve often heard or read the words, “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal…”

What understanding of Indigenous people is encoded in the founding documents?
The description below – “merciless Indian Savages” – was crafted by the “esteemed forefathers” of the United States, who utilized
violent tactics against the Haudenosaunee during the Revolutionary War, with some Natives fighting for the British and some for the
Americans. The descriptor continues to solidify and institutionalize the marginalization and disregard for Indigenous people, thus the
descriptor from the Declaration bled into mass media and teaching materials, and influenced general perceptions.

What is the mindset
non-Indigenous readers
need to bring to
historical documents
like this?
Closeup of The Declaration of Independence,
showing the end of the “List of Grievances” sentence
that references ... “the merciless Indian Savages.”
Library of Congress

Indigenous cultures have been obscured, misrepresented, and marginalized in educational textbooks as evidenced in Principles of
Geography in North America (Richard Elwood Dodge, 1906). This text defined the “People of the World” by skin color and physical
attributes and assigned a level of savagery based on how strongly the peoples relied on the land. The book was heavily used for
elementary grades one through four. The history of Indigenous people continues to be misrepresented in many textbooks today. A 2015
study of K-12 textbooks by the National Museum of the American Indian found that the most common terms pertaining to Indigenous
communities suggested that their story is in the past, reduced to the topics of Thanksgiving, Pocahontas, the Trail of Tears, and Sacajawea.
These overly simplistic approaches to teaching Indigenous topics ignore the rich and complex agricultural, engineering, environmental, and
governmental contributions that Indigenous cultures have achieved for many centuries.

Left to Right:
Photograph of Front Cover,
First Edition of
The Principles of Geography and
North America
by Richard Elwood Dodge.
Published by Rand McNally 1906.
Pages 80-81 of
“The People of The World”
section describes “Savage
People” and “Barbarous People”,
then compares them to
“Civilized People”.
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Curator’s note: We acknowledge the complexity of publicly discussing Indigenous people, lands, and waters in
ways that do not fit contemporary Euro-American perspectives. Throughout mainstream Native North American
history and media, representations of Indigenous people have been tied to European Americans’ identity starting
with colonialism. The exhibit seeks to recognize how these worldviews have been embedded in U.S. culture and
to challenge the history as many have come to understand it, through a few examples.
Consider differences between U.S. Indigenous and Eurocentric worldviews:
INDIGENOUS

EUROCENTRIC

The land, water and other natural
resources are relatives, just as people
are. Health of the land is central
to law, culture, and life and there
is a responsibility to care for it.
Narrative tends to be non-linear,
circular, and ritual.

A divine duty to expand
– Manifest Destiny – a God-given
gift of land as something to own,
develop, live on, sell, and use to
acquire wealth.. Church and
government encouraged power
over the land. Narrative is linear.
Detail, Painting, American Progress by John Gast,1872.
Collection of Autry Museum of the American West

Abstract, 1968 by John Gritts. National Museum
of the American Indian, Smithsonian Institution.
Catalog no. 26/2045. Photo by NMAI Photo Services.

What conflicts might these different worldviews create?
As you view the exhibit, what do you think: is this exhibit narrative linear or nonlinear?

Look at the Autumn on the Kanawha painting.

Autumn on the Kanawha, 1868, oil on canvas, by William Sheridan Young (American, 1837-1878). Courtesy of the Art Museum of West Virginia University, 1997

Consider that it was painted in 1868, 38 years after the Indian Removal Act,
which resulted in tens of thousands of Indigenous people being forcibly removed from the East.
Many 19th-century landscape paintings romanticize land as raw, open, and available. The concept and religious belief of Manifest Destiny
is the traditional Eurocentric view of land as a conquerable commodity, something to own, develop, live on, sell, and use to acquire wealth.
The settlers’ “Manifest Destiny” deity-sanctioned values drove them to claim land from the East to West Coasts of Native North America.
From the moment the first trans-Atlantic slave trader set foot on a Bahamian island in 1492, encouraged by the heads of European governments (and then sanctioned by the Church) to achieve power over the land, Indigenous communities were subjected to terror, enslavement,
murder, and rape. Eurocentric values centered on amassing land, and thus wealth, resulting in extreme actions, including political actions,
and romanticizing settler-colonialism in art and media. Traditional Indigenous people view land as more than a place or resource; land,
waterways, and all of nature are regarded as relatives. Nature nurtures the community, and vice versa. The health of the land is central to
law, culture, and life. Thus, there is a responsibility to care for the earth. This is one reason why it is so devastating for Indigenous peoples
to be forced from their land.

Does considering that the land in the image is devoid of its original people inspire any new feelings,
perceptions, or questions you didn’t have at first look?
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